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Overbury's death, no doubt, had a good deal to do with the avidity
with which the book was read. It was by far the most popular of
the books of characters, reaching a twentieth edition in 1673, by
which time the original score of essays had increased fourfold,
many of them from other hands than Overbuiy's.
Which are by Overbury and which by his learned friends it is Their
impossible to say ; in method and style all are like a series of prize topical
essays on similar themes, each striving to outdo the others in clever- natu*e
ness, witty aphorism, and play upon words. They follow Theo-
phrastus, but at a greater distance than Hall, and with altogether
a different gait. Keeping clear of Hall's abstractions and his
propensity for moralizing, they are more successful in recapturing
something of the racy concreteness of the first character-writer.
But, instead of the moral types chosen for review by Theophrastus
and his clerical disciple, the Overbury group preferred to delineate
the more striking figures that caught the eye in their own world,
and to lay the emphasis not on morals but on manners, and even
personal appearance. Subjects such as a country gentleman, a
braggadocio Welshman, a serving-man, a host, an ostler, a sailor, a
soldier, a Puritan, a mere common lawyer, an apparitor, an almanac-
maker, an Inns of Court man, a waterman, a French cook, show
the beginnings of a tendency to proceed from the type to the indi-
vidual, which in due time goes on to the natural conclusion. Many
of the so-called characters are really portraits, not, perhaps, from
the life, but distinguished by individual traits rather than the general
characteristics of a class.1 This neglect of the type for the pictur-
esque oddity, of the permanent and significant for the topical and
ephemeral, went with an alert eye for visual peculiarities. Many
of the personages are brought before us with extraordinary pic-
torial vividness. Compared with Hall's seriousness the Overbury
1 Hall's Characters of Fertues andPtces was translated into French (1619) and
stimulated charactery on the other side of the Channel But, although La
Bruyere translated Theophrastus and appended Caract&res of his own, the tendency
of French charactery has been in two directions markedly different from English,
—t,e, towards the maxim or towards the portrait. The imaginary or pseudonymous
portrait, of which theie are celebrated examples in the romances of Mademoiselle
de Scudlry, was probably not in the least indebted to Theophrastus To what
extent it was influenced later on by La Bruyere is a nice question, not to be
settled here. The greatest master of the maxim is La Rochefoucauld, of the
portrait, the Due de Saint-Simon Fuller's characters are portraits essentially,
as much as those of Carlyle.

